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Regional

What the death of MOOCs has taught us
One of the loudest hypes in the history of higher education has been all the chat about MOOCs.
The idea of Massive Open Online Courses was
launched five years ago when Stanford University
announced that by using Internet-based technologies they would be able to offer college classes
for free.
Imagine, a world-class university offering a free
education from the comfort of your home, one that
didn’t require any admission tests or high school
transcripts. The possibilities were so exciting that
immediately there was talk about the final revolution in higher education – the end of colleges and
universities as we know them.
People associated with these initiatives founded companies aimed at capitalizing on this concept. Some at Stanford established Udacity and
Coursera, while the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology and Harvard joined forces to create
edX.
Excitement over MOOCs spread among leaders
in higher education. After all, many thought, if
the big names like Harvard and Stanford were
involved then it had to be a great idea. Besides,
what could be wrong with something that was
free? And what could be wrong with an initiative
that fed into that part of the American psyche that
believes that for all problems there is always a
technological solution?
But questions started to arise. To begin with,
although thousands registered for these courses,
the completion rates were abysmal. In most cases
less than 2 percent of enrollees actually finished

Dr. Aldemaro Romero Jr.
Letters from Academia
the courses. Further, virtually all of that miniscule
minority who completed the courses were people
who already had a college degree, were financially
well off and were technologically savvy.
A number of scholarly studies were conducted
confirming not only the fact that these courses
worked well for only a small elite, but also that
they failed the people who were supposed to be
helped the most, including low income, rural and
first-generation college students
To make things worse, many faculty members
balked at the idea of MOOCs. For them, this was
not the way to prepare students for a comprehensive education that required, among other
things, discussions employing critical thinking
(not vulgar blogging) and hands-on experiences.
Logistical problems were also identified. How
could you determine that the person taking the
exams online, sometimes thousands of miles away,
was actually the person enrolled in the course?
This is not surprising. These are among the very
same problems that have faced distance education
since its inception in 1728 when Caleb Phillips
created the first correspondence course aimed
at teaching students short hand through weekly
mailed lessons.
The business model of the MOOCs also came

into question. After all, how do you make money
off something being offered for free? That is when
some of the providers began charging registration
fees for the courses, and even promising a degree
by taking a determined number of courses. As the
writer Michael Shea put it, “By offering courses that are near-impossible to fail and charging
up-front fees for worthless certificates, Coursera
is simply running a high-tech version of the kind
of scams that have been run by correspondence
colleges for decades.”
With this new money making agenda firmly in
place, the very people who started these companies
moved elsewhere to other initiatives ranging from
researching human aging to developing flying cars
(no, I am not making up the last one). Even the
companies they created have moved into other
businesses. Udacity has now shifted its focus to
job-skills training. And while Coursera and edX
remain in the business of education, they are still
searching for ways to make money from MOOCs.
Even politicians who were pushing MOOCs as an
alternative to funding higher education with state
money have mostly abandoned their attempts to
legislate the use of those courses for public education.
Although some may argue that what we have
learned from the failure of MOOCs is not surprising given the similar failures of distance education
in the past, there is a much more profound lesson
that we have failed to grasp. That lesson is that
education is a human activity, one that requires
personal interaction.

There will always, of course, be a handful of
people who for a number of different circumstances are capable of learning by themselves. But they
are usually an elite group who grew up in a family
environment that prized that kind of entrepreneurship. They are also much more likely to have access
to and be competent with technological resources.
This description does not match the majority of
people, and certainly not the kind of people who
need higher education the most. These people
need experienced educators capable if guiding
them through the difficulties of grasping complex
ideas and developing high-level skills.
For years Japan, an industrialized nation with a
large population of older people who require high
levels of medical services, has tried to overcome
their shortage of health providers by developing
robots that are supposed to act as nurses. Just
Google “robot nurses” and you will find a plethora of videos portraying these robots. Have they
worked? Certainly not. People in pain need the
kind of attention that can only exist among human
beings.
The same can be said about education. After
all, when we teach we are not just downloading
the memory of one computer into another. We are
helping to form that most complex of systems –
the human being.
Dr. Aldemaro Romero Jr. is a writer and college professor with leadership experience in higher education.
He can be contacted through his website at: http://www.
aromerojr.net

TEACHER
Continued from Page 1
To ensure that study tour participants learn about current topics relevant to their curricula, TOP organizes activities that provide the teachers
VIP access to German schools, corporations, cultural venues, policy makers and historical sites.
Koester explained that his tour group of 15 teachers began in Munich
where they visited some cultural sites before visiting Kaufbeuren, a small
town just west of Munich. In this small town they visited a vocational
school that is a part of Germany’s educational system and learned about
the dual system of vocational education and how Germany prepares its
people for work. “It’s incredibly fascinating to me. And so right off the bat
I was very interested in this,” Koester noted.
He explained that the dual vocational system is based on the concept
that people decide on a trade and seek out an employer in that industry
who will accept them as an apprentice. “The dual system is where you
do a couple of weeks in school and then you go work in wherever you
decide your trade is and then you go back and forth and back and forth,”
Koester said. “You do that over three years and then you come out as an
18 years old or 19 years old, depending upon your program, and you’re
fully credentialed.”
This particular vocational school that they visited had several refugees as students, but Koester pointed out that there were only a
couple from Syria. “Of the 20 something we spoke to they were
from all over in the Middle East and some from Africa,” he said.
The TOP group learned how the refugees were assimilated into German
life and the workforce. “A big issue for Germany and the German education system is that you need to learn German. That’s the key that unlocks
everything. For the first couple of years they learned German as a second
language,” Koester explained.
The refugees then learned social studies, math as well as received vocational orientation to select a trade, finish their schooling and graduate of
sorts into the workforce full-time.
Koester recalled how with his economics background his head was
whirling with thoughts as he was analyzing and comparing America’s
traditional approach to post-secondary education to Germany’s dual
system approach. “I can see how our vocational education here would
really benefit from something like this. I think this is really fascinating,”
he recalled thinking.
“That’s what we started with. Germans do more than their part to
accept refugees and get them skills and help them get skills and help
them be successful. It’s really very cool. And that was just the first day,”
Koester said with a chuckle.
The rest of the two weeks weren’t any less educational. “It was action
packed. We had things we were doing in the morning, in the afternoon
and the evenings. It was absolutely fascinating,” Koester said. “I was
exhausted every night, but then the next day somehow I was like 'I’m
ready.' What are we going to learn now? I couldn’t pull enough in. It
was unbelievable to me.”
Throughout the two-week trip, the TOPs group visited Munich,
Nuremberg, Geisa, Leipzig, and Berlin. While in Berlin, they took a
day trip to Guttenberg, the historical town where in 1517 Martin Luther
nailed his first Ninety-Five thesis to the door of a German church which
launched the Protestant Reformation.
Other highlights included a visit to Checkpoint Alpha and a day trip
from Nuremberg to Buchenwald to visit a concentration camp. “One of
our member’s grandfather was a liberator of the camp so it was very emotionally for him to go through. That was kind of a morose experience, but
one that I think was important, too, because you can’t really move on from
the past until you deal with it. And I think Germany has done a fantastic
job dealing with the past,” Koester pointed out.
The trip provided a view into today’s Germany that American education doesn’t typically include but something that Koester was excited
about including in his teaching at EHS. “I’ve already started drawing
up some units about Feldheim,” Koester said. “Feldheim is a very, small,
little town that is completely self-sustained. They make their own electricity. They heat their own homes by pumping heat to the homes in this little
town, and they make so much electricity that they sell the excess back to
the grid. They are completely self-sustained.”
“That’s going to be one of my microeconomics units on Feldheim and
the idea of scale and cost and all of that kind of stuff. But just an unbelievable little town that out of nothing they’ve become this hub – and not
just people from our group, but from China, Japan, South Korea, Russia
– all to this little bitty town to hear about Feldheim. Just an absolutely
wonderful experience and something that otherwise you can’t really get
it,” Koester said.
Another highlight was a dinner the group attended in Berlin with the
Foreign German Ministry. Koester said that a huge highlight for him was
being able to speak with Oliver Bientzle, a Deputy Director working in
the Federal Foreign Office of Germany. “He’s dealing with a lot of different countries – Canada and America among them,” Koester explained.
“He’s also spent time with NATO and for me to be able to bounce macroeconomics questions off of this guy. To be able to pepper him with questions over dinner about the EU and what does he think and what I think,
and what we thought wasn’t necessarily the same thing. . . I thoroughly
enjoyed that. That was an absolutely fantastic experience to be able to
pick his brain a little bit.”
As part of the TOPs program, the teachers return home and lead professional development sessions and create original instructional units,
which in turn result in new teaching materials based on current events.
Since 2002, over 1,300 teachers have traveled to Germany as TOP fellows.
In addition to the study tours, TOP creates and distributes teaching materials addressing topics on current-day Germany that are designed for use
in social studies and STEM classes. TOP also supports hundreds of professional development workshops across the United States and Canada to
help teachers learn more about Germany and incorporate TOP teaching
materials into their lessons.
“It was an absolutely wonderful experience,” Koester said.

For the Intelligencer

Class of '53
In September, the Edwardsville High School Class of 1953 conducted their annual reunion birthday party at the home of Al and
Joan Wentz. Good food and beverages were enjoyed. Memories from the past were shared. The event raised more than $1,000
for the Class Dirty Dozen Scholarship Fund for Edwardsville High School.

The Rep to present "Until the Flood"
For the Intelligencer
A Pulitzer Prize finalist will
bring a conversation-starting
world premiere to The Rep. "Until
the Flood," by Dael Orlandersmith
and directed by Neel Keller,
runs October 12 – November 6
on the Browning Mainstage of
the Loretto-Hilton Center for the
Performing Arts.
Curtain times are Tuesdays at 7

pm; Wednesdays-Fridays at 8 pm;
selected Wednesday matinees at
1:30 pm; Saturday matinees at 4
pm; selected Saturday nights at 8
pm; Sunday matinees at 2 pm; and
selected Sunday evenings at 7 pm.
Celebrated writer, performer
and Pulitzer Prize finalist Dael
Orlandersmith spent a week in
St. Louis interviewing people
from every corner of the region
about recent social unrest. From
these conversations, she has craft-

PARKFEST
Continued from Page 1
“Really one of the primary reasons the
Friends of Leclaire holds the festival is to educate the public on the historical significance
of the Leclaire National Historic District. We
do that by offering 20-minute trolley tours of
the Leclaire Historic District, and the person
giving the tours is actually the alderman for
Leclaire, Will Krause. He does a wonderful
job. We also have posters with pictures up
on easels and we have literature there that is
free and people at the booth that can answer
questions about it because it really is a unique
history,” she said.
There will also be a display of vintage
tractors and farm equipment on the Madison
Avenue side of the park as well.

OPEN
Continued from Page 1
Although this event has been
in the works for several years,
Welle said he hopes attendees can
learn more about fire safety and
what the department does for the
community.
“I hope they take away an appreciation for the dangers of fire. Also, I
hope they take away a better understanding of the types of services we
offer the community and certainly
make them aware of where their
tax dollars are going in terms of

ed a stunning piece that reflects
the complexity of St. Louis.
Orlandersmith’s play is a mosaic
of voices that tells our region’s
story without advancing any one
viewpoint above others.
This world premiere was commissioned by The Rep to explore
our city’s recent history and spark
community discussion. Its first
public readings took place during
The Rep’s Ignite! Festival of
New Plays in March, after which

Parking for the festival will be at Leclaire
School on Franklin Avenue, at the Historic
Nelson Campus of LCCC or on the streets of
Leclaire.
In terms of the proceeds, Reinhardt said
some of them stay with the vendors, while
some of it is also goes to the Friends of Leclaire
for park upkeep and community development.
“A lot of the proceeds stay with the vendors.
Leclaire Park has to keep their fees low at just
$30, and the reason is because we want these
citizens and not-for-profit vendors to make
money. Friends of Leclaire also raises funds
at the festival and we use those funds for
educational purposes. We do signange, we do
publications, those kinds of things. We have
a website with an incredible amount of information that we know local teachers use when
they are teaching local history. There’s just
a tremendous amount of information about
Leclaire and we try to make it accessible to as
many people as possible,” she said.

fire and EMS protection and the
city of Edwardsville,” he said. “We
feel that we have a very strong relationship with the community now.
We’re always looking to enhance
that and we look forward to just an
ongoing good relationship because
without the support of the general
public, we can’t do the things that
we’ve been asked to do.”
Both the new SIUE campus fire
station and the public safety facility are in the works. The SIUE
station is expected to be completed by the end of October, and the
public safety facility has already
broken ground on the site.
Welle said with the new campus
station and the new public safety

Orlandersmith further refined the
script based on the experience.
(lightinTickets for Until the
Flood range from $18 to $81.50. To
purchase, visit The Rep Box Office,
located inside the Loretto-Hilton
Center. Patrons can also charge by
phone by calling (314) 968-4925 or
visit The Rep’s Online Box Office
at http://www.repstl.org.
The Loretto-Hilton Center is
located at 130 Edgar Road (on the
campus of Webster University).

Leclaire Parkfest is sponsored by Krause
Properties, TheBANK of Edwarsville,
Attorney Keith Short and Jennifer Short with
Caldwell Banker Brown Realtors, the city of
Edwardsville, and others. Reinhardt said the
event couldn’t have been possible without the
sponsors and the city of Edwardsville.
“We really could not do the festival without
our sponsors and many of our sponsors have
been with us for many years. They really step
up to the plate every year,” she said. “The city
has been so cooperative, and they are every
year. We tell them what our needs are and
they know we’re also supporting the city park
and all of the work that we do there. But even
so, they are just wonderful to work with. The
Parks Department and the city administration
both. And this year, we’ve also had volunteers
that have really stepped up. We have a very
generous and giving community all around.”
To learn more about Leclaire Parkfest, visit
historic-leclaire.org.

facility, the EFD believes they will
be able to cover more ground in a
shorter amount of time and provide services more efficiently.
“With the opening event with
the campus station, we are certainly looking to provide faster
response times and better service to not just the campus but
to the whole west side of the
Edwardsville community, including the warehouse distribution
area that is becoming a community all its own, just as SIU
Edwardsville is a community all
its own. So we want to serve those
areas better by quicker response
times,” he said. “We’ve also broken ground on the new combined

police/fire facility. Likewise, we
are looking to provide better service by providing headquarters
that is a safe haven for the community, a place where they recognize that it is a safe place to go,
and also provide better facilities
for us to be able to provide both
police and fire services to the
entire services.”
Anyone is welcome to attend
the open house, and regardless of
the weather, the event will still be
going on.
“Rain or shine, we’ll have open
house and we are looking for as
many people that care to come up
to make it a nice family event,”
Welle said.

